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In 1883, in his twenty-third year, Ensor painted Scandalized Masks, a work that was to be followed by a series of paintings and graphic works, unique in the history of Western art by the presence of masked figures, which appeared in hundreds of his works. The meanings of the Ensorien masks were overdetermined, and they evolved during his life.
The singular feature of the mask in Ensor's work is that instead of concealing the wearer's identity or representing another, among the characteristic and virtually universal functions of the mask, Ensor's masks were ultimately created to reveal the true self, the hypocritical face behind the mask. Thus, to an important extent, Ensor's masks were intended to tear away the wearer's benign persona and expose his or her hidden self. Moreover, by their very inanimateness, masks dehumanize the wearers, and so further devalue them. But finally, in heaping scorn on his enemies through his pictures, Ensor ensured that the people he savaged would respond with vitriolic counterattacks, further validating his view of himself as a victim and martyr. Ironically, pathetically, and perhaps inevitably, over the years, Ensor, the maker of masks of reality, was to create a false face for himself that not only stamped his physiognomy and general appearance but pervaded his demeanor: his speech, writing, manner of living, and the personal mythology he devised; in short, he himself assumed a mask which served both as a defensive shield against despair and resignation, and as a sword with which to attack and provoke the "demons" of the world who beset him. From a perplexed, uncertain, rather passive, young man, seemingly experiencing feelings of shame, he became a self-styled giant and precursor in art, a bitter iconoclastic buffoon-self-inflating, jeering at the world, mocking his contemporaries and demeaning the artists who came after him; thus he became the very windbag of which he had accused his enemies of being. Tragically, in some ways Ensor was a genuine precursor although one whose influence was less than he urged people to believe.
From early childhood, circumstances naturally led him to regard the people around him as different from what they were "supposed" to be: loving parents could be hateful, neighbors were often cruel, and as a young avant-garde artist he found that the critics and even his fellow artists could be spiteful and humiliating.
Ensor was born into a family that was almost ostentatiously "different" in the provincial seaside city of Ostend. His mother, the daughter of Flemish lace merchants and small shopkeepers, was an able manager, and despite her litany of complaints, she held the family together by a powerful sense of responsibility and industriousness. As viewed through the lens of the adult, Ensor's memories of his early childhood, his mother and her maiden sister who lived with the family were, perhaps, more lavish in providing James with "pralines and sugared almonds" than with the kind of attention that fosters the development of a sense of self-worth and self-confidence. He described his maternal grandmother in terms probably befitting his own mother, "She was an expert business woman and good with money. As she grew old she grew hard" (Stevo, 1960) . By all accounts his mother was barely literate and thoroughly petit-bourgeois in outlook; she never quite grasped her son's genius and railed at his inability to earn a living, and when he persisted in painting, she urged him to at least paint some local scenes that she could sell in the family's shop as genuine "hand painted" pictures.
Although Ensor was never publicly critical of her, he never spoke of her in loving terms. Instead, from an early age he turned to the North sea for soothing, the sea that he "adored" as a consoling "virginal mother" (Werman, 1989) . Indeed, until his death he scarcely missed a day for his long walks along the sea, and he ridiculed the vacationers who swarmed over his beaches.
